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OUTBREAKS of arthritis, with symptoms of severe lameness and stiffness of gait often accompanied by marked loss of condition commonly occur amongst lambs as 
a sequel to marking. This condition results from the infection of tailing and castration 
wounds by organisms which are present in the soil and have a predilection for the 
joints in which they set up inflammatory changes. The majority of lambs recover com-
pletely after an illness of short duration. The mortality rate is low and the disease is 
of importance chiefly on account of the high incidence which is sometimes observed in 
individual flocks and the temporary check in growth and loss of condition which occurs. 
The arthritis which commonly affects 
lambs in Western Australia is a non-
suppurative type caused by the microbe 
Erysipelothrix rhusiopathiae—a slender 
rod-shaped organism which is widely dis-
tributed in the soils of sheepyards, camps 
and paddocks—and it may be of interest 
to note tha t this organism is also the 
cause of swine erysipelas. 
The great majority of outbreaks are as-
sociated with lamb-marking. Upon gain-
ing entrance to the body through castra-
tion and tailing wounds, the organisms are 
transported by the blood stream to the 
joints for which they have a selective 
affinity. Here they become established and 
set up the inflammatory condition known 
as arthritis. 
Arthritis is not, however, always a sequel 
to lamb-marking. Any wound may provide 
a portal of entry for the infection. In 
very young lambs, infection may occur 
through the unhealed navel cord, while in 
older sheep, cases associated with the 
penetration of grass seeds or with other 
surgical procedures such as the Mules 
operation are not uncommon. 
SYMPTOMS 
Lambs may become affected from a few 
days up to about a fortnight after mark-
ing. The incidence is variable and while 
in some flocks the majority of the lambs 
marked may develop the disease, only oc-
casional cases may be observed in others. 
Both ewe and wether lambs appear to be-
come affected with equal frequency. 
Affected lambs are obviously sick. They 
cease to feed, are dull and "tucked up" in 
appearance and spend much time lying 
down. Severe lameness in one or more of 
the limbs is the outstanding feature of the 
disease. When a single limb is affected 
the animal moves with a very decided limp 
and may "carry" the affected member. 
When two or more of the limbs are affected, 
as is often the case, the gait becomes ex-
tremely stiff and cramped. 
These symptoms are most marked in the 
morning when temperatures are low but 
the soreness appears to "wear off" to some 
extent with exercise and even severely 
affected lambs are difficult to catch in the 
paddocks. Any of the limb joints may be-
come affected but the knee, hock and stifle 
are most frequently attacked. 
Externally the affected joints are normal 
in appearance and there is little or no 
evidence of swelling, heat or pain. 
The majority of affected lambs make a 
complete recovery from a few days up to 
two or three weeks from the onset of 
symptoms, but during this period there is 
considerable loss of condition and the 
growth of the animal is checked. This 
may be of some importance in districts 
where lambs are produced for export or 
for fat stock markets and the flush season 
is of short duration. 
In a small proportion of cases, affected 
lambs become chronically lame and may 
cease to thrive. In these chronic cases the 
joint is usually enlarged and the ends of 
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the bones may become fused together so 
that the joint remains permanently stiff 
or ankylosed and is sometimes bent or 
deformed. Bent or deformed knees and 
stiff hock joints are quite often observed 
in flocks where outbreaks of arthritis have 
occurred. 
The mortality rate is generally very low 
and while occasionally lambs may be lost 
in the acute stages of the disease, it is 
never likely to exceed 5 per cent. 
POST MORTEM APPEARANCES 
Apart from slight cloudiness of the 
synovial fluid, little or no change will be 
observed in affected joints in the acute 
stages of the disease. When, however, the 
cartilages are removed by boiling, the ends 
of the bones will be noticed to be quite 
deeply pitted. In the more chronic cases 
the tissues surrounding the joint are con-
siderably thickened and fibrous, the syno-
vial fluid is scanty in amount, the joint 
cartilages are somewhat roughened and 
uneven and adhesions may be present be-
tween their surfaces. When ankylosis has 
occurred the bones will be found to have 
become fused together. 
OTHER FORMS OF ARTHRITIS 
In addition to the non-suppurative type 
of arthritis above described, other forms 
of the disease are occasionally en-
countered and these are caused by other 
organisms principally staphylococci and 
corynebacteria. In these cases there is 
severe lameness and much swelling of the 
joint, which contains a large quantity of 
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pus. This type of arthritis rarely affects 
a large number of animals, and is usually 
confined to a few sheep only in the flock. 
PREVENTION 
Measures for the control of the disease 
must be directed towards preventing the 
infection of marking wounds. Old sheep-
yards should be avoided, and marking 
operations should be carried out in well-
grassed temporary yards erected with 
hurdles or netting. A fresh site should be 
chosen each year. 
Antiseptic precautions should be ob-
served and a disinfectant solution in 
which the instruments can be immersed 
at frequent intervals, should be provided. 
A 5 per cent, solution of lysol or dettol 
(1 ounce to 1 pint of water) will be found 
suitable for this purpose. Instruments 
should be kept sharp, enabling the opera-
tion to be carried out cleanly and skil-
fully which will promote rapid healing 
and thus reduce the risk of infection. The 
hands of the operator should be kept clean, 
and from time to time rinsed with and 
antiseptic. After marking, lambs should 
be set down carefully on their feet so as 
to prevent tail stumps from coming into 
contact with the ground, and they should 
be released into clean well-grassed pad-
docks. 
While these measures will reduce the 
risk of infection in the yards they cannot 
prevent infections that may be trans-
mitted in the dust of paddocks or sheep 
camps and despite all precautions some 
outbreaks of arthritis may still continue 
to occur. 
